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Barbara Bay Mendu’s first concerns over women were always her priority. This was evident that 
she was passionate over women’s rights when she made an important remark - “Wake up! Stop 
hiding in the kitchen. Follow the steps of other women throughout the world. This is the time for 
you to open your eyes for the sake of the country”. She was an extraordinary woman with a 
character who has a vision. Born in April 1900, she received her early education in St Mary’s School 
Kuching. After completing her six years of education in 1917, she left school and was selected for a 
nursing course in Malacca. This made her as one of the first Sarawakians to qualify for nursing and 
midwifery. Besides, Bay was a key figure in the formation and as founding member of Sarakup 
Indu Dayak Sarawak (SIDS). SIDS is a non-political organization by a group of women in Kuching in 
1957. Bay was the first elected President of the Association which determined to bring the 
different Iban groups (who came from different parts of 
 
Sarawak) with the aim of getting to know and help each other. Another substantial attributes 
about Bay’s political stand was the issue of Malaysia’s independence which in fact that she wanted 
Sarawak to achieve independent first before the formation of Malaysia; the main reason being 
that this is to ensure Malaysia is not used a political tool by the British and therefore Sarawak must 
first achieve her dependency. She clearly indicated her quintessence when she was also a founding 
member of SIDS and a founding member of Sarawak United People’s Party (SUPP). It is also 
interesting to highlight is the fact that Bay is a 
 
Bumiputera but was accepted by all Chinese members of a Chinese dominated political party of 





Iban, political stand, feminist 
 





“Wake up! Stop hiding in the kitchen. Follow the steps of other women throughout the world. This 
is the time for you to open your eyes for the sake of the country” (Barbara Mendu Bay). A strong 
remark by Barbara Bay Mendu as quoted by Hasnah A. R. in the Sarawak Tribune of December 
1983 made me think why a woman from a traditional Iban community of the 1940s was very open 
about emancipation of women. What made Bay very spirited that without any financial resources 
that she was a hero? In search of all the answers, I had to look for reliable and available resources 
that could help me to define who Barbara Bay was. There were little resources written about her. 
 
To date, there has been insufficient comprehensive research on biography with regards to political 
participation and gender in Sarawak. Therefore, in searching for previous studies for this article, 
there are two issues which need to be addressed. First, some of the studies are written by non-
academics. Second, there is also an instance of an academic author who mentions an example of 
women’s political participation only once1. It is impossible to ignore these studies because they are 
source material for the study of women’s political participation. However, a cautious choice of 
words needs to be made when reviewing these studies. This is done to ensure that the researcher 
does not inhibit the original understanding of the said studies. These writers are ministers, 
journalists, or personal friends who know the person that they are writing about. It is reported 
that Ajibah fought against the British, together with a male counterpart, Hj Su’ut bin Tahir. In 
addition, there are few other women discussed in an article journal2, such as the late Lily Eberwein 
and her daughter, Hafsah Harun, Barbara Bay Mendu, Tra Zehnder, Sharifah Raihanah Syed Razali, 
Sharifah Mordiah Tuanku Fauzi, Rohani Abdul Karim, Dona Babel and Sukinam Domo. This article 
(by Achie, 2001) discussed the role of women and their participation in Sarawak politics from 1946 
which was their first political participation until 1996. From Achie’s observation on the women’s 
role which encompassed 50 year, women are the protagonists, which also affect the pace of 
political scenes in Sarawak. Despite the prominence of women as political leaders are not satiated 





6 Leigh (1974) mentions only once Che Ajibah bt Abol, a prominent anti-cessionist member a 
political party of Sarawak, BARJASA (Barisan Rakyat Jati Sarawak). BARJASA was set up in 1961. It 
was Sarawak’s fourth political party.  The women’s wing was headed by the late Ajibah Abol.  In 
late 1966, BARJASA merged with another political party of Sarawak, PANAS (Parti Negara Sarawak, 
registered on April 1960) and formed Parti Bumiputera. The late Ajibah Abol was elected as one of 
the vice-chairmen of the new party and she became Deputy Chairman of the women’s wing. When 
Parti PESAKA (Parti Pesaka Anak Sarawak) and Parti Bumiputera merged to form Parti Pesaka 
Bumiputera Bersatu, as it is known today (or PBB in short), the late Ajibah Abol was made a 
candidate and became a Member of Parliament (Jong, 1988).  
 
2 Achie wrote an article titled, Wanita dalam politik Sarawak 1946-1996: Satu tinjauan awal 
(Women in Sarawak politics 1946-1996: A preliminary observation) was published by the Sarawak 





Leaving me with the next possible thing to do is to communicate with her family. Vera Nichol (one 
of Bay’s daughter), Albert Nichol (Bay’s grandson) and Margaret Bedus (Albert’s wife) were my 
immediate respondents. More so, Margaret Bedus was my Home Science teacher between 1981 
until 1983, when I was studying during my secondary school. Eventually our conversation and 
interviews were more relaxed and very open. 
 
Barbara Mendu Bay was born on 4th April 1900 at Sungai Tanju, Kota Samarahan, 40 minutes’ drive 
from the city of Kuching, Sarawak. Married to Ng Siak Ngee, the eldest son of Ng Bak Chun, the 
couple was gifted with 7 children (4 girls and 3 boys) (SIDS, 2007). She received her early education 
in St Mary’s School Kuching. After completing her six years of education in 1917, she left school 
and was selected for a nursing course in Malacca. This made her as one of the first Sarawakians to 
qualify for nursing and midwifery. After returning from Malacca in 1923, Bay served at the Granch 
Hospital which was the former State Prison Building (SIDS, 2007). She was also a founder member 
of the Red Cross Society in Sarawak. She was active in the Society after quitting her nursing career 
later (ibid) and she was a mid-wife with the Sarawak General Hospital then (Hasnah A.R., 1983). 
 
According to Vera Nichol (an interview on 5th April 2014), Barbara Mendu Bay was an 
extraordinary woman with a character who has a vision especially in helping the unfortunate. 
Vera, as one of her children noted that her mother, Bay was not always at home. In fact, Bay 
always leaves home especially to the rural areas to find girls with a hope to help them to find a job 
or to provide some money. Albert, one of the grandsons of Bay who stayed with Bay for a year was 
quick to suggest that the grandmother’s house was always full with children coming from the 
village. But most of his life remembering his grandmother, she was always going around and 
seldom stayed at home. Additionally, Margaret (an interview on 5th April 2014), was quick to 
notice that the community was receptive to Bay’s willingness to help the unfortunate. In fact, 
Margaret noted her as a role model who was successful in her life. In effect, Bay was a mid-wife 
with the Sarawak General Hospital then, her familiarity with the people made it so much easier for 
her to gain their cooperation. 
 
Her marriage to a different ethnic group that is a Chinese, did not hinder Bay to play a more active 
role outside her domestic realm. Having a strong character, Bay voiced out what she really 
believed in. Doubly important, her husband was an open-minded person. He allows her to leave 
home to help others. And, according to Hasnah A.R. (1983), Bay was among the lucky few who 
husbands support their cause in fighting for women’s rights. He was also cooking for his family and 
did not grumble over his wife’s busy schedule. As commented by Margaret and her husband, 
Albert, stayed with her grandparents at Jalan Mendu (Mendu Road) in late 1950s for a year. He 
was 10 or 11 years then. In particular, Mendu Road was named after Bay Mendu. Another place 
which is a housing area, Bayang Estate was actually Bay father’s name that is Bayang or Bay in 
short. In fact, up till today, some of Bay’s second and third generation is still leaving at the same 
housing area. 
 
Remembering his grandmother, Albert noted that Bay was constantly apprehension about other 
people. “My grandmother’s home at Mendu Road was like a hostel”, commented Albert. 
“Normally there were three or four girls aged in their teens leaving with us. The girls would help in 
the house chores and they would go to school till Form 5. My  grandmother  was  very  humble  




Nevertheless, Albert also realized that when his father, Nichol came to visit him and his 
grandmother, the grandmother was not always at home. 
 
AS AN ACTIVIST 
 
Not long after quitting from her nursing career, Bay joined Red Cross Society in Sarawak and 
became an active founding member. Bay’s helpful and friendly attitude enabled her to reach out a 
lot of people. Her involvement in Red Cross especially, allows her to travel extensively example to 
Serian, which is 56 kilometers from the city center of Kuching, Sarawak. However, besides her 
nursing skills, Bay also acquires an entrepreneurial spirits and skill (an interview with Margaret 
Bedus on 5th April 2014).She set up a transport company called “Borneo Garage” which was 
operational before 2nd World War. When the 2nd World War broke out, Bay left for her village in 
Kota Samarahan. There, she did not stay at home as an idle housewife. Instead, during the 
Japanese Occupation, she helped to smuggle foods to the British prisoners (SIDS, 2007). 
 
According to Albert, Bay interacted with a lot of people including the British prisoners. The 
prisoners were mostly British. From then on, Albert said that through these prisoners that Bay 
came to know the Rajah Brooke’s family. Thus, this introduction allows Bay to receive a 
distinguished award as member of the British Empire. The award was due to Bay’s humanitarian 
works throughout Sarawak. However, the award was eventually withdrawn from Bay after she 




According to Albert, Bay’s lifetime achievement was her involvement as founding member of SIDS 
and SUPP. Despite Bay’s lifetime achievement in the political party of SUPP and founding member 
of SIDS, Bay and his husband had given a piece of land in Kenyalang Park to build a church and a 
school. The school of St. Faith’s Primary School and St. Faith’s Church still exist today. 
 
Consequently, the impact of World War II has its significance to Sarawak’s history. 
 
Among the distinguish event was the setting up of Sarakup Indu Dayak Sarawak (SIDS). SIDS is a 
non-political organization by a group of women in Kuching in 1957; a year after the Sarawak Dayak 
National Union (SDNU) was established. Sarakup’s founder members realized that the Iban women 
needed to be trained to survive and to live in urban surrounding. Barbara Bay, the founding 
member and the first elected President of the Association was determined to bring the different 
Iban groups (who came from different parts of Sarawak) with the aim of getting to know and help 
each other (SIDS, 2007). 
 
All things considered, from a historian perspective, Achie (2000) noted another substantial 
attributes about Bay’s political stand over the issue of Malaysia’s independence. According to 
Achie, Bay was not against independence but she wanted Sarawak to achieve independent first 
before the formation of Malaysia; the main reason being that this is to ensure Malaysia is not used 
a political tool by the British and therefore Sarawak must first achieve her dependency (Achie, 
2000). Following through points by Achie, I probe further into Bay’s reason for being very eloquent 
on the independence issue. Achie commented (via telephone interview on 16 April 2014 at 3.50 
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pm) and one of SUPP’s political member (via interview on 18 April 2014 at 9.00 am), that the 
political ideology and policy of SUPP then was an actual political consensus trying to gain 
independence for Sarawak first before Malaysia is formed. Therefore, it was timely that Bay was in 
the party to internalize the political ideology as one of her priorities. This was also noted by 
Ahmad Nizar Yaakub (2006) that Barbara Bay was who contributed significantly to the 
establishment of the Women’s Wing of a political party. 
 
On the other hand, Bay’s first concerns over women were always her priority. This was evident 
that she was passionate over women’s rights when she made an important remark. As quoted by 
Hasnah A.R. (Sarawak Tribune, 1983), Bay said, “Wake up! Stop hiding in the kitchen. Follow the 
steps of other women throughout the world. This is the time for you to open your eyes for the 
sake of the country”. As a result, Bay’s main qualms over women started way back in the 1950s 
when she left her home and went to the village to help teenage girls. Consequently, Bay’s main 
remark was manifested with her contributions to the Dayak community. She clearly indicated her 
quintessence when she was also a founding member of two important associations that is Sarakup 
Indu Dayak Sarawak / SIDS) together with other Dayak women such as Julia Linang, Vida Bayang, 
Glady Blaun, Tugah Daud, Elizabeth Muda and Eunice Antan (Rakan Sarawak, 2001). The other was 
a founding member of Sarawak United People’s Party (SUPP). 
 
In fact, Bay was the first President of SIDS during its first establishment in 1957. Bay continued to 
portray great leadership quality and was sentimental in the formation of SIDS since its first 
inception till 1959 (SIDS, 2007). Later in 1969, Bay stood as the first SUPP woman stand for 
election representing SUPP. ([HOW MANY VOTES]. Actually, alongside with Bay representing SUPP 
was Mrs Kong Yu Siung; and Ajibah Abol representing the Alliance (the then ruling party of 
Sarawak) (Aishah Idris, Nadrawina Isnin and Noorfadhleen Mahmud, 2010). However, Bay lost the 
election. Ajibah Abol from the Alliance party won the election and she became the first woman 
candidate to win the 1969 election in Sarawak. Significant to note here that there has never been 
a Chinese woman candidate representing SUPP after Bay as a non-Chinese candidate and Mrs 
Kong Yu Siung in 1969. Eventually, 32 years later that is in 2001, Lily Yong, a Chinese woman 
candidate stood for the election and won the seat of Padungan after securing a majority vote of 
1,033 and held the seat from 2001 to 2006 (Nadrawina Isnin, Zabidah Putit & Noor Fadhleen 
Mahmud, 2012). 
 
It is interesting to highlight is the fact that Bay is a Bumiputera. However, she was accepted by all 
Chinese members of SUPP. Based on an interview with Margaret Bedus, (5th April 2014), she 
commented that Bay was given the trust by SUPP to reach Iban language to SUPP members. 
According to Margaret Bedus, this was a political strategy adopted by SUPP because SUPP 
intended the party as multi-racial so that is acceptable to all communities in Sarawak. Bay devoted 
her loyalty to SUPP and did not join any other Iban based political party including SNAP. Margaret 
however did not comment on the reason. Joining Bay in SUPP was her cousin, Charles Linang when 
SUPP back then was supported by big names of Tan Sri Ong Kee Hui and Stephen Yong. It is 
significant though, to note that changes within the cultures of SUPP to promote Bay’s political 
participation was different from the norms of Chinese traditional view on women’s role in politics. 
That is, the Chinese community roles of traditional theory of the women’s exclusion from formal 
politics (interview with a Chinese respondent on 4th April 2014). As commented by Hasnah A.R. 
(1983), though some men do not encourage their wives to be vocal and self-minded the latter 
have to possess stronger will power. Nevertheless, Bay’s presence shed some light to this norm. It 
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was evident that Bay’s mutual and social relationship within the Sarawak society itself proved to 
be beneficial for her and SUPP. 
 
Bay’s enthusiast passion to remain active proves to be beneficial in the long run. She held various 
positions such as the first SUPP woman Councilor during the Kuching Municipal Council from 1959 
until 1981. Much later, she became a member of the Central Executive Committee (CEC) in SUPP in 
1960. Bay’s political career continued to progress. As such, in June 1971, she was re-elected as CEC 
member. Bay’s energetic lifestyle allows her to be multitasking. In fact, she was elected to diverse 
political positions in SUPP. For example, she was leading few committees in SUPP itself. She was 
the Vice-Chairman of SUPP in 1973 until 1975. Later in December 1978, she became the 
Committee member in SUPP. At the same time, Bay holds the position as SUPP Central Women 
Section Vice-Chairman (1979-1982); Vice Chairman, SUPP from January 1980 to 1981. Two years 
later, in 1983, Bay was SUPP’s Central Women Section Honorary Chairman, a position she holds 
until 1984. Regardless of her upper position as Honorary Chairman, Bay continued to remain as 
SUPP’s Committee member throughout February 1983 (Hasnah 1983; SUPP’s website, no date & 
Achie, 2000). 
 
PEOPLE WHO INFLUENCED BAY’S LIFE 
 
On the question of which people influenced Bay’s life, Margaret had this to say, 
 
“Bay went to school during the Rajah’s time (Charles Brooke, 1868 – 
1917). Most of her teachers are the Westerners. I believed that her 
eloquence and freedom of speech might have been influenced by the 
Westerner’s thinking especially on the emancipation of women,”. 
 
 
I took up Margaret’s point of view that is it is interesting to note here that the things taught in 
school were based on English medium of instruction portraying the English background in the 
books presented to the students and the books were written by the English and eventually it was 
presented or conveyed by the British; therefore had its significance. According to Sabihah Osman 
(1971), the teachings brought by the English through the missionary schools had indirectly 
influenced the Bumiputera (non-Malays) of Sarawak. The western’s teachings includes missionary 
schools such as St. Mary where Bay had her formal education till 1917 (SIDS, 2007); St. Joseph and 
St. Thomas in Kuching and Methodist School in Sibu. 
 
Hence, I also took up Bay’s enthusiastic action through the eyes of her grandson Albert was this. 
That is, Bay’s passionate was towards education. There was no formal women movement back 
then in Sarawak. However, I anticipated Bay was the movement herself. She did not join any 
women movement as had started in the West after the World War I. Instead, Bay was on her way 
to open the eyes of the society. At the same time, the struggle for the emancipation of women 
was a product of the 18th century when the civil transformation in the women’s status began. As a 
result, one of the earliest manifestations of liberal first-wave feminism in Europe, Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), was written in the wake of the 
French Revolution and is still read as a seminal text (Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006). Mary 
Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Women was published at the end of the 18th 
century - a century marked by the emergence of the philosophical spirit and the concept of 
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'enlightenment', by the gradual erosion of monarchical authority (which reached its apex with the 
French Revolution in 1789), and by the birth of democracy. While the question of the rights of men 
engendered lively debate at that time, a woman's lot remained unconsidered. Wollstonecraft, 
however, was determined to change this and to add a dissenting female voice to the chorus 
debating political emancipation (Todd, 2011). Her most famous and controversial work, Rights of 
Woman, was not the first work to advocate better education for women (eserver’s website, 2005). 
 
Indeed, the most objective of the socialist for women’s movement was to promote education of 
women. And this was also Bay’s main concern that is in promoting education for women in 
Sarawak. In which case, Bay went to the outskirts or interior of Sarawak to find the teenage girls 
especially from the poor families and brought them home At home in Kuching, Bay allow the girls 
to leave with her family, gave them house chores and at the same time gave them education. 
More ominously, she was confident that if a country is being run by both men and women, there 
will be less social problems in that country, as pointed out by Bay (Bay’s interview with Hasnah 
A.R.,1983). 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
Barbara Mendu Bay was a special and unique person. She was a role model to the people of 
Sarawak and especially among the Sarawakian women. She stood up against the time when the 
traditionalist domestic women role was most acceptable norm then. That is, women’s socially are 
shaped “choices” especially to concentrate on child bearing and homemaking (Nelson and 
Chowdry, 1994). Remarkably, Bay refused to kowtow to the secondary political status of women in 
the 1940s. Instead she saw the elements of gender inequality and took the opportunity for 
resistance, change and transformation. In fact, Bay’s intention and action to educate women was a 
modern perception to see women should be given equal rights as men. She foresees that 
education would give emancipation to women. "Women's emancipation" was a term that had 
been in use since the beginning of the nineteenth century. Women's emancipation is understood 
to mean the fight for self-determination and improvements in the legal, social, cultural, and 
political positions of women (Paletschek and Pietrow-Ennker, 2004). 
 
The bold move by SUPP to recruit Bay into the political party is seen to be beneficial to both Bay 
and SUPP. Bay was well known and very influential figure then. She was accepted by the 
community and eventually Bay was able to render her influence by holding several key positions in 
the party. On the other hand, it is also possible that this was a political strategy adopted by SUPP 
hoping to gain votes from the Iban community. Barbara Mendu Bay represented women’s interest 
in the absence of well-developed institutions. Bay was in fact a political leadership which became 
important in determining women’s position in the new political system which began in the 1940s. 
 
Bay also realized that the most important social preconditions for the political participation of 
women are through educational levels. That, through education, women would be able to attain 
good employment opportunities that harmonize the best of both worlds that is employment and 
domestic life. As quoted by Koncz (1994), :” education and employment coordinates women’s 
double role in employment and household work, division of labor within the family, culture and 
religious traditional influencing the possibility of the equal opportunity and the conviction of 




To conclude, it is argued that there is an acceptance of women to be in politics and in this case, 
Barbara Mendu Bay was accepted even though the traditional roles were strongly adhered to for 
few ethnicities. Bay was one of the pioneers of Sarawak women politics alongside with Ajibah Abol 
as heading the “firsts”. Yet, Bay marks a healthy awakening of political awareness amongst the 
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